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1  Abstract
Fantasy literature for young readers is a large market. These young readers 
are reading about the lives and experiences of similarly aged young protagonists. 
This paper set out to consider whether these young heroes and sheroes have 
unusually high incidents of trauma in their early life, particularly as these 
characters, age 10 to 17, are still young enough to be at home. The survey of 134 
titles by 88 authors suggests that about two-thirds of these books set the stage 
with family trauma. In other words, fractured families are a common 
springboard for the adventure of the young protagonists. Parental death serves as 
the most common platform for the subsequent events in these fantasy works. A 
third of the lead protagonists are orphans or a widow’s child or a widower’s child. 
Kidnapped or missing parents actually outnumbered divorced parents. Only 
about 6% of the lead fantasy characters in these stories have experienced the 
divorce of their parents. 
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The upsurge in fantasy books written for younger readers is a phenomenon 
of the last few decades. In fiction in general, the young adult market has emerged 
and established itself alongside the growth in the children’s market. Mendelsohn 
traces this trend back to the 1960s as the golden age for the children’s market 
(75) and Kallio calls the 21st century the “golden age of young adult publishing,” 
with fantasy and speculative fiction as the top genres (xv). Fantasy books are now 
being written for early and mid teens in unprecedented numbers. The readers in 
this market, still living at home, are the face of the radical changes in family 
structures in Western society. These readers between elementary school and 
adulthood present a challenge to which the writing community has responded in 
many ways. Should families of protagonists represent idealized norms or 
represent reality norms? That is a significant debate, but one which we will skirt. 
We will look at what is being done, not at what ought to be done. Based on 
familiarity with the reality of the fantasy genre, one concerned voice, an 
American librarian in the children’s section of a public library lamented to me a 
few years back, why do so many children's fantasy stories start off with a 
tragedy? My own subsequent ventures into this genre led to the feeling that this 
commentary has merit. This study seeks to find out if in fact the perception of 
“so many” traumatic backstories is valid. It will be left to others to debate the 
social and psychological issues.
To see if trauma is in fact a popular plot starting point in juvenile and young 
adult fantasy literature, an attempt was made to capture a snapshot of a large 
number of works, within a defined body of literature. The project was limited to 
books published since 1980 and to books whose primary protagonists are 
between the ages of 10 and 17, based on the supposition that readers and 
protagonists are often of similar age. The age of the main character was easier to 
consistently identify than the reading level or recommended readership. The 
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conclusion is that it is accurate to say that trauma, particularly events involving 
the character’s immediate family, is a common backstory or initial event setting 
the stage for a youthful adventure in contemporary youth and young adult fantasy 
literature. In the following sections, we will briefly define the history of the 
fantasy genre leading up to the narrowed focus on young readers, consider the 
legacy of getting “at-home” characters into an adventure, establish the 
parameters of the corpus, sketch the list of typical traumatic events that are 
presently being used to initiate the storyline, map that list onto the corpus to see 
the distribution and then discuss the match and mismatch with contemporary 
Western society.
3  Definitions and Historical Background
Let’s look at the legacy of fantasy writing, just to be clear about what kind of 
books we are talking about.
3.1  Fantasy
Defining “fantasy” is not so easy, as the concept has become a complex 
tapestry woven from the overlap of many story types: epic, myth, fairytale, fable, 
anthropomorphisms, the fantastic, gothic horror, ghost stories, the mysterious, 
sword-and-sorcery, Arthurian legend, and paranormal romance. Diana Wynn 
Jones, considering the broad range of tropes and devices in this genre, has 
written a tongue-in-cheek travelers guide (The Tough Guide to Fantasyland). 
Because of this breadth in “fantasy”, the term “speculative fiction” is sometimes 
used instead. Kallio calls the former “what might be” and the latter “what can 
never be” (xv). This paper will use “fantasy” without distinguishing it from 
“speculative fiction,” and will borrow the term “fantasyland” from Jones. Science 
fiction will not be included, as it is a major genre in its own right. The boundary 
is a bit porous, of course, with concepts like “the force” in Star Wars begging for 
interpretation as fantasy.
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3.2  Early Fantasy Focus - Adults
Early oral folk fairytales were stories told by and for adults, filled with 
plenty of gruesome details. Eventually these were revectored toward children by 
the touch of 19th century collectors such as Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm and 
Andrew Lang (Mendelsohn, 13). In other words, these old tales were made safer 
and more instructive for children: hear the tale and beware the dangers of life. 
While E. T. A. Hoffman (whose writings inspired Tchaikovsky’s 1892 ballet 
suite, The Nutcracker) and Hans Christian Anderson were writing new adult 
fairytales in the early and mid 19th century, writing fantasy for the younger 
audience was still a rarity. And it continued to be so for the rest of that century. 
Mendelsohn states that “at the end of the nineteenth century, important authors 
were writing fantasy for adults” (25). 
3.3  The Rise of Children’s Fantasy
At the same time, a change toward writing for children gathered steam. 
Lewis Carroll was the pen name of the writer of two Alice books (1865 and 1871) 
among other similar works. Rudyard Kipling kicked off writing several youthful 
fantasies with The Jungle Book, 1894. L. Frank Baum (1900, Oz stories), Edith 
Nesbit (1902, Five Children & It) and  J. M. Barrie (1904 to 1911, Peter Pan) 
were at the fore of American and British movements in writing fantasy series for 
children. The surge of multiple titles from multiple authors kept growing in the 
20th century, to the point that the 1960s, Mendelsohn says, were a golden era for 
children’s fantasy (74). The short-lists of classic book series include P. L. Travers 
(1934 to 1988, Mary Poppins), C. S. Lewis (1950s, Chronicles of Narnia), Mary 
Norton (1950s, The Borrowers), Madeleine L’Engle (1960s, Wrinkle in Time), 
Susan Cooper (1960s, Over Sea, Under Stone) and Lloyd Alexander (1960s, 
Chronicles of Prydain). These works present the child characters with mystery 
and adventure, spurred by curiosity and their own sense of adventure. Some have 
happy, traditional homes. Others know happiness in surrogate parents, an 
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ameliorated version of the 19th century fascination with orphan stories. The Oz, 
Prydain and The Jungle Book stories represent orphans who are found with 
caring replacement parents. We don’t know why Dorothy lives with her aunt and 
uncle. Young Taran (Prydain) was a baby foundling and raised with care by 
Dallben the Enchanter. Mowgli of The Jungle Book, found as an infant, was 
raised by loving wolf pack. Dorothy, Taran, and Mowgli know nothing of their 
real parents and cannot be described as deprived or pitiable.
3.4  Young Adults
Between the 1960s and 2000, the young adult market emerged, despite 
protestations that teens don’t read books. Kallio, citing a UNESCO report, claims 
that teens read more than adults, and calls the 21st century the “golden age of 
young adult publishing,” with fantasy and speculative fiction as the top genres 
(xv). Mendelsohn points out that of 460 new fantasy English titles in 2007, 185 
were overtly marketed for young adults (205). A look at any of a number of lists 
tracking book sales will reveal young adult writers such as JK Rowling (Harry 
Potter, magical fantasy) and Stephenie Meyer (Twilight, paranormal romance) 
and Suzanne Collins (Hunger Games, non-fantasy dystopia) prominently at the 
top. Young adults are neither children nor adults. They are minors, dependents 
“with an edge.” They are 15 and ready to drive. They are 13 going on 30. The 
tendrils of the group dangle even down to the 11 and 12 year olds, about whom 
the great American debate centers, regarding whether they are mature enough for 
secondary education (Cromwell, Where Does Sixth Grade Belong?). Do they 
need the protective environment of elementary school or are they ready for the 
sophistication of the physical maturity that is upon them? This is the reader that 
was not being targeted a hundred or even fifty years ago but is now a huge 
market. 
It is so huge in fact, that even the terms to describe it are confusing, 
overlapping and in flux: children, youth, juvenile, adolescent, middle grade, 
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teenage, young adult, plus subdivisions such as upper middle grade. For this 
paper, as the age of the character seems to correlate well with the age of the 
reader, the corpus was defined by the age of the main character, age 10 to 17. As 
Orson Scott Card has said, “…the rule of thumb for children’s literature is that 
the protagonist must be a couple of years older than the target audience. You 
want ten-year-old readers, you have a twelve-year-old hero” (YALSA Book 
Awards).
4  Getting Young Protagonists “out of the nest”
Fantasy is a genre that highlights adventure and bigger-than-life stories, and 
this is especially true for youthful stories. Never-the-less, most youthful 
protagonists are connected to a family in a way that is of little concern in adult 
stories. For example, Bilbo Baggins (The Hobbit) leaves the Shire as an adult, 
and the only family backstory we need is his inherited propensity for adventure. 
On the other hand, Harry Potter’s story is all about family. Harry, like his fellow 
protagonists in other young adult stories, is not yet an independent adult, an idea 
reinforced by his necessary annual return to his aunt and uncle. In a chicken or 
egg conundrum, who comes first, young adult protagonists or young adult 
readers? In either case, young readers draw upon their own family background to 
relate to the fictional worlds created by writers, and writers draw upon the 
contemporary family patterns to connect with readers.
Therefore, writers must figure out how to give an otherwise dependent child 
believable conditions to be independent. Writers must create a stage in which the 
children are compelled into action and given the agency to do so. Getting them 
out of the home and alone is accomplished in a multitude of ways.
In earlier works, before the Young Adult market, writers found many ways 
to accomplish this, including portals, vacation trips, boarding school, relocations 
(e.g. from London during both world wars), parents away on business, class-based 
Bruce Carrick.    Trauma as the Stage Setting for Contemporary Juvenile and Young Adult Fantasy Literature
－ 165－
delegation of children to nannies, apprenticeships, etc. Latch-key children are a 
more recent trend. Writers did not so often resort to trauma and destruction of 
the family through death, divorce, abandonment, kidnappings and the like. Baum 
uses a tornado, but Dorothy is so non-plussed that she takes a nap. Wendy, her 
siblings and her mother are fond of Peter Pan before the children’s out-the-
window adventure with Peter. The Pevensies (Narnia) explore a wardrobe; E. 
Nesbit’s five children find a Sand-fairy, called a Psammead. P. L. Travers uses a 
nanny to get the children out of the house. Susan Cooper’s Drew children 
discover a map and a cave. Lloyd Alexander’s Assistant Pig-Keeper, Taran, 
chases a wayward oracular pig. 
Most of these storylines are premised on an intact supportive family. Father 
may be away at war, but he is loved. Father may be at work at the bank, but he is 
loved. The outliers, such as Dorothy with her Kansas aunt and uncle or foundling 
and fostered Assistant Pig-Keeper Taran with his in loco parentis mentor are not 
to be pitied; they are truly fortunate.
Since then, the fantasy world seemingly has changed. Most of us in the early 
21st century know that Harry Potter is a tragic orphan; that singly parented Bella 
Swan (Twilight) is sent off to her father in rainy Forks, Washington, because her 
mother wants a different life in the sun; and that Katniss Everdeen (Hunger 
Games) replaces her deceased father as head of the house and protector of her 
mother and sister. We might think that traditional draws such as magic and 
vampires or the recent fascination with dystopia are the big news, but it seems 
that today’s young reader market needs more. This major market requires peer 
age protagonists. Furthermore, it seems that today’s protagonists do not venture 
out from the warmth and safety of a family into a world of peril; the peril begins 
at home.
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4.1  A Closer Look at the Nest
There have been many literary orphans, and Dickens and the Bronte sisters 
made a career of writing about them in the 19th century. Today’s world is 
different; we have virtual orphans. Pew researchers say that 32% of American 
children did not have two parents living together in 2015. Of the 68% who did 
have 2 parents, less than half were in their first marriage (Parenting in America). 
According to a children’s well-being advocacy group, 50% of all North-
American children will witness the divorce of their parents at least once, and half 
of them will do so again (Children Divorce Statistics). Pew researchers say that 
only 5% of American children are orphans (Parenting in America). Only an 
estimated 3.5% of American children under age 18 have experienced the death of 
a parent (Hane, et al). 
From this point, we will look at the fantasyland nest as we look for evidence 
of the trauma gambit in setting the stage for contemporary youth and young adult 
fantasy. Although very few present day readers have experienced the death of a 
parent, they are no strangers to the absent parent phenomenon. Thus the orphan 
characters serve as a means of connecting with the virtual orphans in the reading 
audience. 
5  The Corpus and Method
5.1  Identifying the works - what to exclude
First it was decided to exclude science fiction as a genre and cinema and 
television as a medium. So this removes several Disney fantasy works, such as 
the orphaned Anna and Elsa whose backstory is the death of their parents at sea 
in Frozen ; and the murder of young Luke Skywalker’s parents (Star Wars). The 
Luke Skywalker story also predates our time frame. Most importantly, to focus 
on minors experiencing trauma as readers and protagonists, the corpus was 
limited to works with protagonists between the ages of 10 and 17, recalling Orson 
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Scott Card’s comment above. So major juvenile dystopian works, like Hunger 
Games (Suzanne Collins) and Divergent (Veronica Roth), have characters within 
the age range but the works are not within the fantasy genre. In the case of 17ish 
Buffy in Buffy the Vampire Slayer (American television series, 1990s), her story 
is out by medium, but 17 year old Bella Swan is in (Meyers, Twilight). Writers 
such as Lloyd Alexander, Diana Wynn Jones and Robin McKinley have written 
many titles since 1980 for the age group, but featuring protagonists probably 
older than this range, so that excluded many of their titles. Similarly Christopher 
Healy’s The Hero’s Guide to Saving Your Kingdom is an omission due to the 
marriageable age of the characters, but it is definitely a young reader’s book. To 
restate the rationale for including fifteen to seventeen year old protagonists, they 
can be seen as transitioning to adult independence of family, especially via 
apprenticeships in medieval settings, yet still be considered minors in the life 
experience of the modern readers, who in turn are themselves younger teen 
minors.
It was decided to treat each series as a singularity, focusing on the first book 
of a series. In the case of a later-published prequel, it could be treated separately 
if it involved a whole new set of characters (such as McKinley, The Blue Sword 
and then the prequel The Hero and the Crown). Serialized books are much more 
common in this market niche than in the adult market, some being a tightly 
integrated story arc (Harry Potter) and some a loosely connected arc (Narnia). 
Writers like Tamora Pierce have multiple series of books based on a common 
fantasy landscape and history; those series were considered independently. A 
series could be anywhere from 2 to 15 titles.
Finally, not included in the tally of this report are retellings of old fairy tales 
(such as Edith Patou’s East (a rendition of East of the Sun and West of the Moon) 
and Jane Yolen’s King Arthur tale Sword of the Rightful King); but the creative 
weaving of new blends of fairytales are included (e.g. Chris Colfer, The Land of 
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Stories).
5.2  The Resulting Collection
The corpus for this tally consists of 134 works by 88 authors, books which 
have been collected for my university third and fourth year seminar on 
contemporary English language juvenile fantasy literature. The collection 
process has been driven by various forces: recommendations from colleagues, 
students, librarians, book lists, histories of the genre, book award lists and 
commercial solicitations of book sellers. Both paper and audio formats are 
included. The intent in building this corpus has been to represent male and 
female writers and male and female protagonists; religiously conservative writers 
and pushers of social boundaries; past, present and future settings; high and low 
fantasy; fairytale and steam punk; single works and multi-volume works; 
representative works at a variety of reading levels from pre teen to mid-teen.
The potential number of books in this 37 year range is large (Mendelsohn 
cites the trend of nearly 200 new young adult fantasy titles every year) and this 
present sampling is small in comparison. There is a randomness in the selection 
p rocess,  ye t  i t  i s  a l so  a  g u ided  selec t iv i t y,  so  cla i ms  of  absolut e 
comprehensiveness or representativeness are not being made. Many of these 
authors have written prolifically, but it is hoped that a few representative books 
for each author will suffice.
5.3  Looking for Trauma
5.3 1  The Spotlight is on …
Generally, works in this genre represent a single protagonist with a clear 
backstory or establishing opening episode, so creating a catalog of common 
examples of personal strife is straightforward. Identifying the character to be 
tagged in this project is usually easy, but not always so. For example, there may 
be multiple protagonists as a group, or the series shifts from character to 
character, or the story moves back and forth in the timeline of the character’s life, 
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or the family situation radically changes as the story progresses. So, in general, 
the titular character or the first major character was selected, and the situation 
early in the book (either as backstory or opening events) was examined.
5.3 2  Traumatic Themes 
We are looking for themes in which the young protagonists are put in 
jeopardy or in a pitiable situation by events beyond their control. In adult 
literature, particularly 18th and 19th century gothic with Dickens and the Bronte 
sisters as prime examples, orphans were everywhere. In fact, Granger exclaims 
that “you’d think from the number of orphans in these stories that parents in the 
distant past never lived beyond a child’s birth” (75-76).
Bullying has long been a major theme in books for school-age readers, at 
least since the publication of Tom Brown’s School Days, by Thomas Hughes, 
published in 1857.
Death and debilitating illness or injury are the most obvious possible tragic 
backstories, particularly when it involves one or both parents, a sibling or the 
protagonist him/herself. An orphan or foster child story obviously presumes a 
parental death or disappearance, directly imperiling the child. However, 
foundling or the equivalent stories may place the event so early in the life of the 
child that the child only knows their loving caregivers (as in the case of Dorothy 
and Mowgli a century ago) , but it is never-the-less a writer’s tip of the hat to the 
pathos generated by the 19th century prototypes in Dickens.
Parents can generate a threat (e.g. agreeing to an arranged marriage or a 
child sacrifice) which may lead to misery or a flight of escape. Leaving-home 
stories need not be traumatic but probably are in the case of forced departure or 
eviction, such as being abandoned or being sold into servitude by destitute 
parents. The happy outcome of a life detour as a street urchin (for example, 
Prineas, The Magic Thief) by the ministrations of a rescuer (e.g. apprenticeship 
to a kind master) does not negate the original trauma.
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Family dissolution and parental dysfunction can set a whole story in motion. 
There are many ways a family can be torn apart, physically and emotionally. 
Some parents are dysfunctional, in ways such as selfishness, madness or a 
genetic disposition to murder and mayhem. Some are kidnapped; some are 
incarcerated.
6  What was Found
Each book or book series was tagged with one theme and counted only once; 
but in fact often multiple trauma themes are represented in a single story, 
resulting in some arbitrary designations. Priority was given to counting death and 
divorce when there were multiple trauma themes. Cases of a happy family-
embraced main character who later links up with traumatized companions are 
rare in storytelling. Once tabulated, family trauma as the underpinning element 
of the story was found to have wide distribution. The distribution in this corpus 
of 134 books and book sets is as follows: death (70 books), family dysfunction 
(21), and bullying (1). The remaining 42 books include may not exploit a family 
trauma theme, but many of them are ambiguous about the parents.
6.1  Death
Let’s start with death and near death family traumas, which is the telling 
characteristic of 70 books (over half of this corpus). 
Twenty nine books of the corpus identify the main protagonist as an orphan. 
Additionally, seventeen of the lead protagonists are presented as a widow’s child 
or a widower’s child. Five more start off with a sibling or relative death; 
admittedly the death of an uncle or an aunt may not be as crushing as the death 
of a sister but in each case the death directly involves the young protagonist. 
Some cases are trauma before cognizance, such as  Harry Potter, who lived 11 
years with very little knowledge of his parents’ death. Some books present the 
event as a distant backstory but known to the young protagonist, and some books 
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take the young characters through the event live, on-stage as the curtains open. 
The death theme is rounded out with four happy-ending stories in which a 
“dead” parent is in fact found to be alive later in the story or series.
Then there are the near-death and possible-death  story openings (15). One 
book features a desperately sick sibling (Almond, Skellig). In another book by 
Almond, Kit’s Wilderness, thirteen year old Kit’s parents, in a rare happening in 
this genre both make walk-on appearances in caring for the dying grandfather. 
But beyond that, it is hard to find a paragraph not dealing with Kit’s wrestling 
with the accidental death of (and ghosts of) several local pre- and early-teens of 
years gone by. Moving on, nine books present a child with a parent who has 
mysteriously or tragically disappeared, possibly kidnapped, possibly dead. 
Finally, in four more, the young protagonist has been kidnapped.
6.2  Family Dysfunction
The next group of themes represent parental deficiencies, and account for 21 
books or book sets. These include thirteen stories in which the parents are 
actually the source of the child’s peril or anguish. Examples include a demigod 
father capable of mass murder, a parent struck down with madness endangering 
the daughter, parents who follow instructions to abandon their child to die, a 
supposedly dead mother who attempts to sell the child, a dead father whose ghost 
trains the child in the art of murder, drug addicts, a bank robber, and medieval 
stories in which parents set up unwanted arranged marriages. Let’s not forget one 
evil step mother. 
Only eight books feature single parent families by divorce, creating a 
vacuum in the child’s life. Please recall that divorce was assigned a priority over 
other categories. Consequently, it is rather surprising that only eight cases of 
divorce were counted.
6.3  Bullying
Only one adventure is set in motion simply by the desire to escape from 
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bullying, with no other identifiable traumas. Thirteen-year-old Nita ducks into a 
library to escape bullies and finds a book that teaches her to how to be a wizard 
(Duane, So You Want to be a Wizard). There are other books that include 
bullying but are not counted in this category. Burt uses the same library-as-
refuge-from-bullies-and-find-a-magical-book plot for 12-year-old Una Fairchild, 
but the bullying pales in comparison to her foster home problem (Storybound). 
Still another book features 14-year-old Cosmo Hill who is unwanted by his 
parents and is sent to the Clarissa Frayne Institute for Parentally Challenged 
Boys, bullied there by the guardians (Colfer, Supernaturalist). While school 
bullying is no minor topic in our era, it is generally a secondary or derivative 
theme in fantasyland. Harry Potter is bullied because he is an orphan.
In total, then, 92 (two thirds) of the 134 books place the lead protagonist 
onto center stage with a personal trauma or tragic/dysfunctional family legacy.
6.4  Remainder
Of the 42 remaining books, there are many happy, supportive non-
traumatized families. However several books leave us in limbo, wondering about 
the family life, as the young teen faces the world mostly alone. Neglectful 
parents exist, but their neglect may be more sad than traumatic, and can open the 
door for unexpected results. Preoccupied parents can leave children to get into a 
lot of trouble, as in 3 books. The parents of twin 15-year-old Josh and Sophie are 
always off on archeological digs (Scott, The Alchemyst). Rory’s father is mostly 
absentee, away on set as a movie director, and her after-school program becomes 
a real-life fairytale adventure (Bach, Of Giants and Ice). Coraline, around 12, has 
extremely distracted work-at-home writer-parents. She stumbles into an 
alternative world in which her alternative parents are doting (Gaiman, Coraline).
Sometimes the narrator presents one but noticeably not the other parent. Is it 
a single-parent family? Sometimes parents are mentioned but the narration never 
brings either parent into the life experience alongside the child or teen. Again, 
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the absence of parental involvement may imply a sense of loss, but it may not be 
enough to elevate these to the status of tragic openings
7  Discussion
7.1  Continuity with the Past; Revival of Pathos
The young adult and youth fantasyland of our target time period (1980 to 
2017) continues the exploitation of orphans as the hook to catch readers. Modern 
fantasy stories may present worlds with less Dickensian poverty, but the 
Dickensian and Bronte orphan is alive and well; or maybe not so well. Between 
Dickens’ 19th century and our era, there seems to have been a slight hiatus, as 
orphaned characters of beloved fantasy stories were less pathetic and more 
fortunate (e.g. Dorothy, Mowgli, Taran). Whether or not this perception is an 
accurate portrayal of the the many other titles from those 80 years, it is obvious 
that in our era orphans are again in peril. In corollary, only a minority of 
fantasy’s children venture forth from the warm nurture of two parents. A third of 
our corpus uses the dead parent as means to gain our sympathy for the young 
protagonist; even among the “non-traumatic backstory” third of the works, 
stories in which there might be two parents, we often do not see both in action, 
and sometimes cannot even be sure of that both exist. Contemporary writers are 
presenting contemporary readers with fractured families, and few families which 
look like the Darlings (Peter Pan), the Banks (Mary Poppins), the Pevensies 
(Narnia), the Clocks (Borrowers) or the Drews (Over Sea, Under Stone).
7.2  Similar to Reality with a Twist
Present day readers are personally familiar with a fractured family structure, 
but generally through divorce, separation, or temporary or nontraditional 
couplings. One family law firm says that 43% of American children are being 
raised without their father (32 Shocking Divorce Statistics). The situation is 
slightly worse in fantasyland, where about 50% of 10 to 17 year old protagonists 
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have no father. The unexpected twist here is that if writers these days are in fact 
trying to reflect modern reality, they have reverted to death over divorce. While a 
third of modern fantasyland youth have lost a parent to death, only 3.5% of 
Americans under 18 have. Just over 6% of fantasyland children have experienced 
a divorce, while 50% of American children have.
Psychologically speaking, this reading age has outgrown the fear of the loss 
of parents but not outgrown the fear of divorce (Childrens Fears). Perhaps the 
death of a parent is a safer topic for juvenile and young adult readers than 
divorce. The substitution of death for divorce perhaps saves the young reader 
from dealing with the angst of self-blame for their own parents’ decision while 
creating the story tension that comes from a familiar sense of loss. 
7.3  Speaking of Death 
It has been noted that “death’s appearance in books published for children 
has increased markedly in the period post-1970” (James, 2). Wickman says,“…
Harry[Potter]’s first nickname is ‘The Boy Who Lived.’ Where Harry goes, death 
tends to follow” (All 76 Deaths in Harry Potter). It is possible that juvenile works 
of literature introduce death of parents as both symbolic of adolescent urge to 
separation from parents as well as preparation for thinking of their own 
mortality. At least the latter seems to be part of Dumbledore’s message for Harry 
about death: “After all, to the well-organized mind, death is but the next great 
adventure” (Rowling, 320).
In concert with Rowling’s death as “the next great adventure,” Harry’s dead 
parents, James and Lily, are more active in the story of their child than many 
literary living parents. Other writers leave the door open on death too. Fifteen-
year-old Liz Hall has died and gets to relive her life backwards, as a ghost 
(Zevin, Elsewhere). And some orphans are supplied with surrogate parents of 
admirable character, typically through the vehicle of apprenticeship (cf Fisher, 
Relic Master; Jinks, Catch a Bogle; Pierce, Circle of Magic series). While 
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fantasyland foster parents currently outnumber step-parents, both are rare; and 
the good news is that evil step-parents are even rarer (the one example being the 
stepmother in Gardener’s I, Coriander). However, sometimes the door slightly 
ajar might be better closed; having one’s real parents might be not so good. 
Sanderson’s Alcatraz had hyperbolic multiple foster parents, but the case worker 
who shepherded him from home to home was his not-so-dead mother who in the 
end was ready to sell him to an evil power (Alcatraz versus the Evil Librarians). 
And Philip’s ghost-father in The Dead Father’s Club (Haig) is possibly a liar, 
instructing the young boy how to commit avenging murder. Finally the ought-to-
have-been-dead demigod father of Nick Gautier (Kenyon, Chronicles of Nick) is 
actually hiding in prison because he is capable of murder on a large scale but for 
love of family is trying to limit himself. In fact, Percy Jackson finds that having 
Poseidon as a father comes with a legacy that is quite a burden. 
Conclusion
Based on this survey of juvenile and young adult fantasy works, works which 
feature protagonists between 10 and 17, it seems that people who are concerned 
about traumatic beginnings are in fact seeing a reality. It was found that 92 of the 
134 stories in the corpus situate the protagonist in a significantly stressful family 
or personal situation, situations which we would normally not wish children to 
face: death, kidnapping, divorce, etc. Even among the remaining works, it is hard 
to find supportive and engaged parents, particularly fathers. 
It was pointed out that orphaned heroes were common in adult gothic books 
the 19th century. They can be found in youth works throughout the 20th century 
and are even more so a highly visible trope today. Death in other forms shapes 
young characters’ tales as well, which should not be too surprising. There are 
people to be rescued. Evil creatures from dragons to bogles to non-corporeal 
beings must be stopped, and our heroes and sheroes must render the same service 
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to a variety of henchmen as well. After all, fantasy has its legacy in sword-and-
sorcery, and knights must do what knights must do, even young knights. But what 
is surprising is that it seems that the home is no safe haven, and death is in the air 
even before our protagonists sally forth. Fantasyland families are typically 
fractured or dysfunctional, and this image might be a reflection of the modern 
reality of the young readers. But whereas the modern family may be headed by a 
single parent by divorce, fantasy writers have leaned on parental death as the 
means to push children into perilous adventure. 
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